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Skills CONTINUED 


listening and talking, he said, and 
it is a mystery why educators think 
that this progressive line of develop- 
ment should stop with oral lan- 
_ guage and then require formal in- 
struction for written words. 

Little is known about how all this 
occurs, how children learn language 
in either oral or written form, Doug- 
lass said. 

But it seems obvious that it works 
when not interfered with. 

“A child is doing his own thing in 
a way that is, in many respects, 
unique to him,”’ he explained. 

What is clear is that the present 
conventional methods for teaching 
‘reading often fail, regardless of the 
specific type of method used. 

Douglass said every remedial 
reading teacher he knows reports 
that if and when their pupils do 
start learning, they do so “not as a 
consequence of any special bit of in- 
formation or acquaintance with 
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rules, particular skills, and the like.” 

The remedial methods prove to 
be little more successful than those 
used in the regular classroom. 

Furthermore, schools in other 
countries that lack the elaborate 
system of reading instruction used 
in American schools have many 
fewer problems, he said. 

Most of the other countries find 
beginnfhg reading problems in 
about five percent of the school 
population, and that figure is re- 
duced to one or two percent within 
the first few years of schooling, he 
said. 

“This is the result in the face of 
an absolute minimum of instruction 
[in reading],’’ Douglass stressed. 

All this suggests, he added, that 
learning to read probably emerges 
“‘very spontaneously” in children. 

Reading “instruction” in these 
other countries stops when children 
have reached a point of “reasonable 
fluency” whether that occurs before 
or during formal schooling. 


“After that,” Douglass © said, 
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“there is a heavy use of books” and 
“reading ability evidently grows as 
a consequence of practice in reading 
about things, in reading for the joy 
of it, or reading the great literature 
in the country’s heritage.” 

Reading instruction in American 
public schools usually continues at 
least through the sixth grade. 

In this country, Douglass said, 
schools spend enormous sums of 
money on the formal reading pro- 
gram, which, he said, ought to be 
the least expensive of all school aca- 
demic programs. 

This expenditure on _ reading 
takes money away from school li- 
braries and the “content” courses 
such as English and history which 
could produce the real impetus to 
read more. 

Douglass maintains that the 
changes he is suggesting would cre- 
ate a new environment to encourage 
children to read and that this in- 
direct impact is the best and only 
one that schools can foster to pro- 
duce better readers. 
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A microfilm copy of this year’s 
issues of Urban World may be 
purchased from Customer Re- 
lations Department, Xerox 
University Microfilms, 300 
North Zeeb Rd., Ann Arbor, 
48106. Copies of pre- 
vious years’ issues are also 
available. 





